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A Short History of Ordination (Part II)
By Darius Jankiewicz
Ordination

In the Part I, I explored the origin of the word “ordination” and how its pagan
undertones began to influence Christian thinking on ministry during the
second century of the Christian era. Most importantly, I noted that already by
the second part of the second century it is possible to detect growing
clericalization of the Church (i.e., separation between clergy and laity),
something not present among the early New Testament Christians.[1] At the
same time, the Christian minister became a priest.[2] Ironically, this
understanding of Christian ministry arose from a sincere desire to protect the
church from heresies and guard its unity. In the end, notes historian Pierre
Gy, Christian pastors assumed the role of the ancient Roman ordo
senatorum.[3] Other developments followed during the third century.
Hippolytus (ca. 170‒ca. 235 AD) and Apostolic Tradition

While no Christian thinker from the first or second century mentions the
ministerial laying-on-of-hands ceremony, it is reasonable to assume that
Christians practiced the rite during the second century.[4] The first complete description of the Christian ceremony of
ordination appears at the beginning of the third century and is found in the Apostolic Tradition, a work attributed to
Hippolytus of Rome.[5] In this work, we find a detailed description of early Christian ordinations, complete with a detailed
theology of ministry and the liturgy to be followed in the ordination service.[6]
All three orders of ministry— bishop, elder, and deacon—had their own ordination services through the laying-on-of-hands
and a separate set of prayers; each order of ministry now required a higher order to place hands upon the lower order.[7] This
is probably the root of the common Christian practice, both Catholic and Protestant, of only ordained clergy ordaining
candidates for ministry
Cyprian (d. ca. 258 AD)
No other writer of the early Christian centuries contributed more to elevating the authority of the pastoral office than did
Cyprian of Carthage. Like his predecessors, Cyprian’s main concern was the unity and protection of the Church. He believed
that the Church was, above all, a concrete, visible community, a corporate body, with a clearly established structure and
constitution comprised of two classes of members: the ordained clergy and non-ordained laity. Submission of laity to the
leadership of the Church was of utmost importance and any form of insubordination was simply wrong.[8]
While Tertullian appears to be the first to use the term “priest” (Latin: sacerdos), it was Cyprian who developed the theology
of priesthood by a large-scale application of the Old Testament priestly language to the ministry of a Christian pastor.[9] The
spiritual life of believers now depended completely on the ministry of the church.[10] All this, of course, depended on the rite
of ordination that the bishops and priests received from the hands of other ordained bishops.
For Cyprian, thus, obedience to the ordained clergy became necessary for the unity of the Church and the salvation of
believers.

Other Developments
Two more developments relating to ordination into Christian ministry must be mentioned. First, from the time of Augustine
on, Christian writers began to write of ordination as the moment when the Catholic minister receives a special, permanent
mark upon his soul.[11] This indelible mark assured that the actions of the priest, such as baptism and administration of the
Lord’s Supper, were valid in a sacramental sense, i.e., they conveyed God’s salvific grace. According to this view, ordination
became one of the most important Christian rites since it allowed the pastor to function as a channel of God’s grace. In this
system, thus, salvation, in a significant way, depends on ministerial ordination.[12]
Finally, we must mention the origin of the practice of absolute ordinatio, i.e., ordination in which hands are laid upon a
minister without his being asked to fulfill a particular task or minister to a particular community. It appears that, until the
fifth century, only those who had been called by a particular community to be its pastor and leader, or to a particular
missionary endeavor, were actually ordained. Only around the time of the Council of Chalcedon (451 AD) did it become
widely accepted to practice absolute ordinatio. Ordination thus became attached to a person rather than a task.[13]
Considering all these developments, it is not surprising that in 379 AD Jerome stated: “There can be no Christian community
without its ministers.”[14] By Jerome’s time, however, the Christian Church had moved far from the descriptions of the early
Christian community found in the pages of the New Testament. It was well developed organizationally; it promoted both
theological and ontological distinctions between laity and clergy; and it accepted a sacramental understanding of ministry
and ordination, making the presence of the ministry essential for the salvation of believers.
Thus, for many Christian authors writing from the second century onward, the Church could not exist without a separate
class of individuals distinguished from other believers by the rite of ordination.
Final Considerations
The death of the last apostle and that of Cyprian in 258 AD are separated by approximately 160 years. It took, thus, only
about 160 years for the church to depart from its New Testament roots and thoroughly embrace sacramental ecclesiology,
where the sacraments of the Church officiated by the ordained ministry (a sacrament itself), rather than individual faith,
became accepted as the means of salvation.
It was also during this period that the early Christian Church departed from a variety of biblical teachings such as the
seventh-day Sabbath and the mortality of the soul. Interestingly, the same period of time witnessed the phasing out of the
ministry of women in the Church. For example, Canon XI of the Council of Laodicea (364 AD) forbids ordination of women
elders.[15] The same Council, in Canon XXIX, forbade observance of the seventh-day Sabbath as the day of rest once and for
all, designating all those who continue to observe the Sabbath as judaizers. “But if any shall be found to be judaizers, let them
be anathema from Christ,” the council declared.[16]
Obviously, the Council’s message regarding the ordination of women elders did not receive widespread acceptance, since
Pope Gelasius I, in 494 AD, felt it necessary to issue a strong condemnation in his letter to the bishops in Lucania (Southern
Italy): "Nevertheless we have heard to our annoyance that divine affairs have come to such a low state that women are
encouraged to officiate at the sacred altars, and to take part in all matters imputed to the offices of the male sex, to which they
do not belong."[17] Other teachings, such as various Marian doctrines, the cult of the saints, and veneration of relics were also
introduced into Christian theology at the time.
Could it be that creating a clear separation between laity and clergy, thus separating the Church into two distinct groups of
individuals and granting the ordained clergy special powers and authority, contributed in a significant way to the Church’s
departure from its New Testament roots?
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